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The Early Head Start Continuous Improvement and Evaluation Project (EHS

Plan) is a research study designed to assess and continuously strengthen the quality of

services offered to children and families enrolled in Early Head Start. Federal

recommendations suggest that each Early Head Start initiative be accompanied by an

evaluation project to determine the effectiveness of the program and increase

understanding about which services work best for families with infants and toddlers.

This recommendation strengthened the partnership of CHILD, Inc. Head Start and the

University of Rhode Island.

The relationship between CHILD, Inc. and the University of Rhode Island dates

back to the early 1990's with the evaluation of the New England Head Start Teaching

Center. Since that time the two institutions have collaborated on numerous projects

including using the Head Start facility as a teaching center for university undergraduate

students, having Head Start staff lecture at university classes, and joint grant writing

efforts to improve Head Start services. The creation of the CHILD, Inc./University of

Rhode Island Partnership was a natural evolution. One of the first efforts of the

Partnership was the design of the EHS Plan. From the beginning, the design of the EHS

Plan followed a community collaborative, co-learning approach (Ostrom, Lerner & Freel,

1995). A basic tenet of this approach is the necessity of forming an equal partnership

between the evaluators and Head Start staff that leads to true collaboration in the

conception, design and implementation of an evaluation study. The collaboration enables

the joint formulation of meaningful questions and determination of appropriate

methodsboth parties contribute their expertise and unique strengths to the design and

(Q--) implementation of the study (Denney, Cooper, Lopez, & Dunbar, 1999). Ostrom et al.
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(1995) report that such an approach enhances cooperation and interest of the "evaluated"
and greatly increases the likelihood that the results will be meaningful and used.

Following the collaborative, co-learning model, the initial activity of the
partnership was to collaborate in refining program goals, developing and choosing
evaluation questions that were important, identifying outcome measures that were
meaningful and valid, and developing support for the evaluation project among the varied
constituent groups (staff, parents, Policy Council, etc). An initial product was the
development of a matrix that listed program goals and objectives for each cornerstone
and program area (see Figure 1). Measures and methods to assess these goals and
objectives were co-determined and a timeline for implementation was agreed upon.

The EHS plan closely parallels the National Early Head Start Evaluation currently
being commissioned by the Administration on Children, Youth and Families. To create
consistency and in an effort to generalize the results many of the instruments used in the
National Study were adopted in the EHS Plan. The EHS Plan uses a multi-variable,
multi-system and contextual research design. Data collection strategies include records
review, questionnaires for staff and families, observation, and interviews. This approach
to evaluation ensures that the outcomes adequately reflect the priorities and needs of the
Head Start agency and that outcomes inform and modify future service delivery
(McKillip, 1987). The EHS Plan focuses on three major areas: (1) assessment of
progress towards program objectives; (2) collection of qualitative information on
families; and (3) documentation on program management.

As Head Start continues to evolve, so do the challenges that accompany
assessment and evaluation of the varying programs and models. Evaluation plans that
can accurately assess all the multiple components of Head Start will be needed as Head
Start transitions into the next century. The EHS Evaluation Plan and Partnership is a
model design that can meet the growing needs of Head Start.
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